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Suspicious alterations of a tax bill after it was passed set off a national political crisis in Guatemala
that the press is calling "Guategate." The president of Congress, Efrain Rios Montt, and some 30
other members of the governing Frente Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG) could be removed from
office to face criminal charges. Suspicions also fall on President Alfonso Portillo and other highranking officials.
On June 27, the Congress passed a bill setting the tax on alcoholic beverages at 20%. But the law as
published Aug. 1 in the government's official gazette set the tax at only 10%. Rios Montt and Vice
President Franciso Reyes said the change was legitimate and was made under a constitutionally
permitted petition to revise a bill already approved. Thirty FRG deputies signed a revision request,
but some evidence suggests no such petition was presented during the session in which the bill was
passed.
Opposition-party deputies present during the June 27 session said that no request for revision
was made, that the FRG deputies had signed a false petition, and that the change in the law was
illegal. As evidence, they said that the videotape of the session had been erased and the original
of the printed transcript had been thrown out by order of the FRG leadership, while copies of the
transcript had been altered. Soon after publication of the tax law, opposition parties began filing
charges with the attorney general against FRG deputies and government officials for tampering with
the legislation.
The Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN) brought accusations against Portillo, Secretary of the
Presidency Luis Mijangos, technical secretary of the legislature Jorge Mario Salguero, and members
of the congressional governing committee (Comision Permanente).
The PAN also asked the UN human rights verification team in Guatemala (MINUGUA) and human
rights prosecutor Julio Arango Escobar to take part in the case. Meanwhile, the daily La Prensa
published excerpts from its own recording of the session in which the revision was supposed to
have been discussed. The recording, made by La Prensa reporters covering Congress, contained no
reference to a petition to revise.
Apparently caught in a lie and suspected of doing a favor for the alcohol producers by subverting
the will of Congress, Rios Montt, former de facto president of Guatemala (1982- 1983), has seen
his public-approval ratings plummet. An opinion poll taken in late August by Vox Latina showed
that 85% of respondents thought his denials of wrongdoing were lies and that he had engaged in a
coverup. Eighty percent said he should resign as president of Congress.
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Governing party says tape is a fake
Following the publication of excepts from La Prensa's tape, FRG leaders tried to dismiss the
evidence because it was not official and insisted that the tape had been altered. Rios Montt
suggested someone imitating his voice could have faked the tape. He threatened to take legal action
against opposition deputies. If the investigation does not support their charges, "Congress will
proceed against them," he said.
The attorney general appointed a special prosecutor, Ramon Saenz, to investigate the case, but the
PAN complained that Saenz was biased in favor of Rios Montt and that the correct procedure was
for the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) to appoint an investigating judge and then turn the results of
that investigation over to the attorney general for prosecution. The CSJ agreed and appointed Judge
Augusto Lopez Rodriguez to carry out a preliminary investigation.
The CSJ is also considering the PAN's petition for a preliminary judgement in the case against Rios
Montt, all members of the Comision Permanente, and 18 of the 30 FRG deputies who signed the
petition for revision. The other 12 signatures on the document were illegible. If the court issues the
judgement, the legislators would loose their congressional immunity and could then face trial on
charges that include altering legislation, destroying congressional registers, destroying and hiding
evidence, violating the Constitution, and abusing their authority.
If Rios Montt and the other FRG deputies are forced to resign, the FRG would lose its majority in
Congress, altering the political orientation of the legislature.

FRG goes on the offensive
With the case in the hands of the CSJ, the FRG began a campaign to challenge the accusers, the
investigating judge, and even the CSJ. The FRG petitioned the Court of Constitutionality to block the
CSJ investigation, but was turned down.
The FRG is also said to be behind two suits, one accusing the PAN of tampering with banking
legislation in 1999, and another filed by four of 18 judges dismissed by the CSJ. The former
judges allege their dismissals were unconstitutional. Next, Third Vice President of Congress Luis
Rosales charged that Judge Lopez Rodriguez was biased because of a family relationship with
PAN congressional leader Leonel Lopez Rodas. However, the degree of relationship proved so
remote as to be inconsequential. One FRG counterattack succeeded in temporarily halting the CSJ
investigation.
On Sept. 9, the court granted a provisional injunction requested by FRG congressional officer
Rosales, who wants Lopez Rodriguez to be recused. In granting the injunction, CSJ President Jose
Quesada said Lopez Rodriguez's impartiality was in doubt, but the PAN moved quickly to appeal.
Opposition deputies and human rights activists mounted their own attack on FRG's dilatory tactics.
Congressional Deputy Nineth Montenegro of the Alianza Nueva Nacion (ANN) denounced the slow
pace of the investigation. The deputy promised to subpoena Attorney General Adolfo Gonzalez
Rodas to explain what his office was doing. Mario Polanco, of the human rights organization Grupo
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de Apoyo Mutuo (GAM), charged that Rodas was "lined up with the FRG." As the CSJ investigation
moved slowly forward, the FRG proposed holding a national constituent assembly to reform the
Constitution.
The purpose of the reforms, said FRG legislative leader Mario Rivera, would be to fulfill the terms of
the 1996 peace accords. But Montenegro and other opposition deputies said the move was intended
to draw attention away from Guategate.
Some political analysts also suggested the FRG wanted to change the Constitution to allow reelection of the president. Portillo implicated La Prensa reported that a congressional source claimed
that the change in the tax law did not originate in the legislature but was made by the president's
office. "They [the deputies] are covering for President Portillo," said the source. The press has also
suggested that prosecutor Saenz, Portillo, and Rios Montt have ties to organized crime. [Sources:
Associated Press, 08/24/00; Notimex, 08/21/00; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 08/09/00, 08/11/00,
08/16/00, 08/17/00, 08/21/00, 08/25/00, 09/09/00, 09/12/00]
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